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Killer 
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June [786 

"Oh, shit, Axl- can't | just jam here?" 

"Already booked you two. Don't be a wuss." 

Screech, Screek Skeek Screech Screek 

I'm lying flat on the bed, thinking about how ceiling fans probably shouldn't sound like a cat being drowned. But 
this one does. Then again, cotton sheets probably shouldn't be a beige-greyish color, and linoleum floors 
probably shouldn't have a thin coating of mysterious brown residue on them. And yet, here we fucking are. 


"Axl, | don't even know the guy that well. 


"So fucking what, Izzy? You're at least friends. This is a fucking perfect opportunity to get to know him. Or 


would | have to dissolve the superglue between your teeth first?" 
"Fuck you." 
"Don't bother, you know it's true. You like him good enough. Suck it up." 


There's something about being discussed from the other room makes you want to jump up, breeze in 
dramatically, and say "Suck what up, exactly?" But | don't do that. | just keep listening. There's something that 


sounds akin to a groan from Izzy. 


"You two have the sounds we want to put together. Punk and the bluesy hard stuff. It's the plan and it's 
already done, so quit your bitching.’ 


This doesn't really bug me. It just makes me smile, albeit dryly. lz is a stubborn little motherfucker. The sound 
of a screen door banging echoes through the house, and | hear him say “Aw, hell" Axl's left. Slash shouts 
something incoherent from the room he shares with Steve about shut up, he's out of Advil. He's nursing a 


hangover - we all are. 


Well, all of us except for me. | remedied that this morning. Bringing my fists to the hollows of my eyes, | twist 
until | see little purple clouds. Then | let my arms fall back onto the bed, counting how many times they 
bounce. Only once. It's no wonder- the mattress has got maybe three pieces of straw in it, total. | should 
probably mosey my way into the kitchen and talk to Izzy, find out what the plan is. Yeah. | guess thats a good 
idea, 

So | reach for the vodka on the side table, stretching my arm to barely snag it by the neck Unfolding myself 
to a standing position, | take a long gulp. Mmm. It burns like nothing else. | could be pretty buzzed with a couple 
more slugs, so | take them slowly, enjoying the way it's scorching my throat. | already downed one of the 
cheap 2bers that Slash bought when | woke up to what felt like a railroad spike in my skull, but that did little 


more than alleviate the headache. This second go-around is finally starting to do it for me. 

Now sufficiently medicated, | make my way through the doorway with a sway-free gait. Izzy's sitting on what 
used to be a couch. Now the arm's busted off and the upholstery's missing in spots, so there's just plain 
pinewood. We don't live in the classiest place. Then again, we've done nothing to help it - the pizza boxes, empty 
booze bottles, and pipes scattered all over the room are proof of that. Izzy's pot smoke is now only adding to 
the atmosphere. 

"So?" 

"So what" 

"The frp, Izzy, what's the deal?" 


"Axl already filled you in, huh?" 


"Yeah. And?" 
He's taking his time with that joint. Inhale, exhale, white swirls. "Basically, he's fuckin’ kicking us out." 
| swallow. "Well, then. When?" 


He doesn't exactly sneer, but he gives me a pretty good look through the smoke. "I dunno, but he said maybe 
in three years or so. When d'you think?" 


"I think that you're in a bad mood, and | don't wanna listen to it," | yawn. Pot always makes me fucking sleepy. 
"Yeah, well, | am. | didn't sign up for this." 


"Well, yeah, actually you did. You're in a band with him, and if one of us is going to get a deal by hopping labels, 
its him. So you're gonna listen," | tell him impatiently. 


"Whatever" 

"You say that now," | push myself off the couch, clutching the Grey Goose. "Better pack your shit: 
"Thanks for the advice. Can | call you Dudley fuckin’ Do-Right?" 

| just shake my head and walk out of the room. 


The lighting's pretty shitty in the hallway. It used to be okay, we had a hanging lamp, but then somebody 
busted it out with a beer bottle. | can't remember when that happened. All the partying kind of runs together 
after a while. 


| duck into my bedroom, flicking on the light. | say it's a bedroom - it's actually the laundry room. H's kind of 
weird that the biggest guy in the band ended up in a place the size equivalent of a broom closet, but | was 
pretty much voted here. Two bedroom house, five guys. Steve and Slash have always been best friends. Of 
course they would room together. Izzy and Axl have stuck together since middle school. Of course they would 
share. So we shoved a mattress in between the sink and a hunk of metal that may have once been a washing 


machine and called it mine. 


What meager wardrobe | have is hanging on the coatrack. It all looks pretty much alike. Acid washed jeans, 
leather pants, leather jackets, more jeans. | set the vodka down, grab a duffel from under the sink, and start 
stuffing it. Black t-shirt, another black t-shirt. CBGB t-shirt, of course. Ramones. Deciding that's plenty for 


four days, | move onto pants. 


There's a symphony rising out in the hallway - something about how Izzy stole Slash's weed, and now he's got 
to buy more, and does Izzy know how annoying it is when he shrugs like that. | don't feel like hearing it so | 
chuck a boot at the door, effectively swinging it shut. It doesn't block out a lot of noise, but it blocks enough 


to get me thinking. 


Izzy really fucking gets on my nerves sometimes. He's a nice guy, but he can be incredibly nonsocial and tight- 
lipped, which can grate on me. And l'm practically the friendliest guy of the five of us, excepting Steven. Maybe 
that's why he doesn't like me. Maybe he just fucking hates all friendly people. 


| sigh, because | know I'm being unreasonable. | know that Izzy likes me fine, the same way | like him fine. He 
just doesn't want to be stranded alone with me for ninety-six hours. | can't say | blame him - I'm not too 
buzzed about the idea, either. | just don't know him well enough yet understand him. And even though Axl's not 
the leader of the band by a long shot, he's the one that's been getting offers. And when the guy getting 
offers tells you that it's time to get going, you listen. 


| throw in the acid jeans, a pair of black ones along with a handful of boxers, zip up the duffel, and sling it 
over my shoulder. | look both ways before stepping into the hallway - last month, Slash nailed me in the eye 
with a pack of coke by accident. 


Assuring myself that the hallway is safe, | make my way to the living room yet again. Izzy's gone - hopefully 
to his room to knock his stuff together. | wade through a fog of doob smoke and plop on the sofa with my bag 
at my feet. Lighting up a cigarette, | go to lean my elbow on the armrest, until | remember there's nothing 


there. | sigh again and move to the other end of the couch, nudging my bag with my feet. 


| always knew Axl was a little whacked, but this latest idea is something else entirely. Not that | can't see the 
problem: bottom line is, we've got little to no original material. | mean, we've got a couple covers we've 
embellished, and even one or two songs we wrote ourselves, and a couple of tunes from Izzy and Axl's 
Hollywood Rose days. But nothing polished, and nothing in great quantity. Not nearly enough for an album. 
Which, if we get a label interested in us and therefore the chance to make one, Axl figures we should have 
something to show them. | don't know when this decision got made, but last night he decided to inform me that 
Izzy and | are "the best writers in the band" That flattery was all good and well, until he proceeded to unload 
the rest of his plan. Which is why I'll be heading out into the middle of nowhere for four days with Izzy. 


| hold my cigarette between my pinky and ring finger and press the ones that are left to my eyes. | always 


knew Axl was whacked. 

Thump. "You're already packed, then?" 

| open one eye. Izzy's pulled on his boots and hat, and his guitar and a suitcase is dropped at his feet. 
"Um, yeah. Which car are we taking?" 

"Axl said he figured that if he's booting us, he may as well let us take the van" 


"Right," | get to my feet, stretch, kill the cigarette. "Let's pack this stuff first, and we can come back in and 


grab some food. I'm not buying shit on the road when you get the munchies." 


"Mmph," he picks up his bags again and shoulders out the door with me right behind. 

The van's back doors are already open, so | toss my duffel in haphazardly before striding back to the front 
porch. Through the door, through the living room, down the hall. | know my acoustic's tucked in the corner of 
my room. Swinging open the door, | go to step over the bed to get it, and almost kick Axl in the head. 


"Whoa, dude, chill" He's smirking, sipping a beer. He's laid off the cigarettes for the past month for his voice, 


because according to him, we're "getting serious." 
g geting 


"Jesus Christ, Axl. Don't fucking do that. What do you want?" | pull my Marlboros out of my back pocket again. 


Ive got no voice to preserve. 
"Warm welcome, huh? Looks like you and Izzy are both a litle bitchy.” 


"He's worse than me. And it's not like we've got no reason. You'd be bitching if you were going to be stuck in 


the middle of a desert with Steve" 

He shrugs. "But l'm not" 

"Thanks, | feel much better" 

He leans against a leg of the sink "You guys have been friends for at least a year. Why the hostility now?" 


"IFs not fucking hostility, it's fucking - | mean, | dunno, doesn't this strike you as a little, uh, strange?" | shrug 


uncomfortably. 

He considers this for a moment. "No." 

‘Of course it doesn't," | sigh. "Listen, can you just pass me my fuckin’ guitar?" 

"Happy to oblige. At least you're cooperating.” 

"Aw, Axl, you're giving me the warm fuzzies." 

"What else is new?" 

| grab my case from him protectively. "Seriously, what do you want? I'm supposed to be getting food" 


"Just wanted to fill you in a bit. Izzy knows the way to the place you guys are going, Ihe Yucca - we've been 
before. It's shit cheap, so be prepared." 


"| would expect nothing less." 


"Oh, good. | want you and him to work on music. I've got a bunch of lyrics and shit that Slash is gonna try and 


fit some licks to while you're gone. If you two can just mass-produce some rough ideas, we'll be in business." 
"Axl," | cover my eyes with my hand. 

"What?" 

"Why." 

He grins. "Think of it as bootcamp." 

"You are so annoying sometimes," | groan. 

"Good shit takes work. Now, chop, chop. Go write some kick-ass rock and roll" 

| groan again. "Shut up." 

Hauling my guitar behind me, | drop it by the front door and head for the pantry. Flicking on the light and 
looking at our worldly spoils, | blink - its pretty pathetic. About four packs of Ramen and three six packs of 
beer. | go ahead and gather all of it up. Kicking open the door, the noodles in one arm and two sixers in the 
other, I'm met with the sight of Axl back on the couch and Izzy bent double with his head in the refrigerator. 
Guess he finally cottoned on. 

"Hope you're not taking all of that!" Axl hollers as the door slams yet again. Heading out to the car, | don't 
bother to answer. The Ramen and half the beer goes in the back - the other half | plunk in the passenger 
seat. Heading back to the front of the house, | hold the door for Izzy, who's got a styrofoam cooler in one 
hand and a bottle of Jack in the other. 

"Make sure you con some coke out of Steve. | ran out two nights ago." 

| grunt and swing back around to the kitchen, grabbing a plastic grocery bag from a cabinet. I've got my own 
stash, but privately l'm feeling that if I'm the one that has to do this, | might as well mooch. Anticipating all 
hell, | park myself in front of Steven and Slash's door and bang on it. 

"Popcorn, open up!" 

There are a couple muffled groans, but not much else. | try again. 


"Hey, anybody alive?" 


The groans get louder, and a couple seconds later, a bleary-eyed Slash cracks open the door. 


"Steven wants to know what the fuck you need." 

"Coke." 

Slash turns his head back into the room. "He wants to score, buddy." 

Steven mutters something about sleep, and Slash shrugs. "I'm taking that as a ‘sure. 

He turns around and | see him rifling through a drawer in the dresser before the red-rimmed eye returns at 
the slit of the door. "Fuckin here,” he palms me a zip baggie, which | drop into the bag l'm holding. "Make sure 
you take a knife or something. He only had whole rocks,” Slash rubs his eyes and promptly shuts the door in 
my face. 

I'm already headed down the hallway. I've got my own treasure trove behind the water heater. The main two 
things | stash now are blow and rock, which | just can't seem to knock from my punk days. And pot, too. But 
none of that pussy shit - I've got the strong Seattle green that | stock up on every time | go. The stuffs 
probably laced with God knows what, but man, it cooks you. | go ahead and throw all of it, including my pipe, in 
the plastic bag and knot it at the top. When | shut the door to my sanctuary and head back into the main part 
of the house, Axl's still sitting on the couch. 

"Leaving?" 

"If Izzy hasn't come back in, probably.’ 


He flings the keys at me. "Bye, then" 


"You know, with all your delicate, emotional sentiments, it's no wonder we have you write the lyrics," | tell him, 


grabbing my pocket knife off the counter and shoving it into my boot. 
He picks his nail idly. "It's a rare gift. Now fuck off” 
| know he doesn't mean it badly. Its his favorite term of endearment. 


| just shake my head, and for the last time, head out onto the scraggly front lawn. Izzy's leaning against the 


car, now smoking a cigarette. 
"Ready?" 


"Yeah," | throw the bag of goodies in the glove compartment. When | straighten back up, he's got his hand 
stretched out. 


"What?" 


"Well, to drive a car, you need these things called keys. They're like, these little knobs of metal." 

| snort. I'm sorely tempted to pick a fight just because | can, but instead | throw him the metal ring. No point 
in that. He grabs onto the roof of the car and swings himself in, so | follow suit. He jams the key in, and the 
motor sputters to life - its intermittent coughs are somewhat less than encouraging. Izzy doesn't seem 
bothered. 

"Go be productive!" Axl's voice resonates from the house. 

"Thanks, Mom," Izzy mutters, pulling the gear shift and shooting us out into the street. We fly down Fuller like 
it's the last lap of the Indy 500, and he's only steering with his knee. Fucker. He doesn't head for the heart of 
the city, so | speak up. 

"We don't have to go through downtown?" 

He just shakes his head. 

Thank god, | think. The traffic is absolutely mad at all hours of the day, and it's five o' clock right now. The 
gridlock must be unimaginable. Izzy's already pushing a disc into the player. | get a glimpse at the cover - Alice 
Cooper's Killer. 

Thanks for asking, | think moodily, but | don't really care. l'm just looking for something to bitch about, although 
| wouldn't say no to The Clash right now. Leaning my head against the window, | let the glass cool my cheek. | 
miss Seattle. | miss the gray skies. | miss the punk scene. And mostly, right now, | miss my punk friends like 
Andy and Eddy that would be talking my ear off instead of silently trying to wreck the car. 

"Hey." 

| look up. He's looking at me. | swallow. 

"Yeah?" 

"Um," he fiddles with a string on his jeans. "You know. Sorry." 

| blink. 

"About back there. | just.. | dunno. You know.. you know | like hanging out with you, right?" 

He's forming the words slowly, like he's not accustomed to doing this. | know he's not. 


"Sure, Izzy. | get it" 


| expect him to just clam up again after that, but he doesn't. 


"You know, he's frustrating sometimes. Axl, | mean." 

"Yeah." 

"He wasn't always such a control freak,” He looks a little wistful, and | don't really know how to respond. 

"| believe it" 

"You know.. | shouldn't have done that. | mean, trash on you ‘cause he was bugging me." 

"Seriously, Izzy. We're cool, man It's hard to keep your head when you're living with four other guys. They 
punch my buttons too. It's all good," | shut up, afraid | may have overloaded him with words. The poor man can 
only take so much, after all. 

He just nods. We're moving farther and farther out of Los Angeles, and it feels good 

"So what do you think about this?" | make a stab at conversation 

He shrugs. "Interesting idea. | guess we'll be seeing if it works." 

He stops talking again, so | do too. l'm about to put my face back on the window when he turns to me suddenly. 
"Hey, do you like the desert?" 

| bounce my knee, reach for a cigarette. "Um, don't know. To tell you the truth, I've never been 

Suddenly he grins, broadly, and | just kind of stare at him. Dont see that very often 

"| used to go all the time. | miss it.” 


He's still smiling at me, so | just smile and nod back. Not only is the change really sudden, this is probably the 


cheeriest I've ever even seen Izzy. 

"You're going to fucking love it." 

And with that, he rolls down the windows. The breeze streams into the car, fluttering my t-shirt. | breathe in 
deep, an inexplicable wave of adrenaline rolling through me. And | can't help feeling, suddenly, that the two of us 


are not just obeying orders, but embarking on a kind of adventure. 


There's wind rushing through Izzy's dark hair, and miraculously, he still looks happy. He whoops, and | just 


about jump out of my skin at that sound coming from him. Well, its not much of a mutual understanding or 


deep connection. But it sure as hell is a start. 


If Heroin Was a Woman 


When | was a kid, | had an affinity for the mountains. In Washington, so close to the Cascades, it would have 
been hard not to. My dad would take me, one of my brothers, and our dog up on the hills on weekends, 
occasionally. | remember staring at the stars at night and listening to the wind blow through the firs, 
wondering if there was a bear, or maybe an eagle, anywhere near me. At that age, | used to dream about 


taking a girlfriend up on the mountainside someday, having someone to hold close on those cool, windy nights. 
| was always too soft for my own damn good. 


But | loved those evenings, sitting in the middle of nowhere. It's hard to get that kind of feeling in the middle of 
a city like Los Angeles. It's dirty and its gritty and there's nothing calm about it. | had learned to love the city, 


too. But the flora and fauna of the concrete jungle and the blue mountains are very different. 
But in either of them, I've never seen anything like this before. 


The sand crunches underneath my boots when | step out of the car, and when | see what l'm surrounded by, | 
have to just rest my elbows on the hood of the car and gaze in wonder. Everything, everything, is on fire. The 
ground beneath my feet, the hills in the distance, the sky. I'm silent. The horizon is being dominated by a great 
orange ball of fire, the rolling slopes beneath it reflecting red. Unlike back home, the only greenery to be seen 


is a few scraggly trees and cacti. 

It's beautiful. 

There's a clink of wooden beads behind me, and the soft sound of breath. "What do you think?" Izzy asks. 
‘I'm trying to remember how to breathe," | tell him. It's true. The desert has rendered me speechless. 


"I knew you'd like it," | hear the sound of his footfalls clicking away on the gravel, the creak of the trunk 


opening. | just keep gaping at my surroundings. 


"Hey, Duff, think fast" 
A bag thumps me beneath the shoulder blades, and I'm knocked face first into the roof of the van 
"Thanks for that," | say, rubbing my chin. Way fo ruin a moment, izzy. 


"No problem. C'mon, lets check in" 


| turn to see him hoisting his own duffel onto his shoulders, already lighting up a cigarette. 


"What, we don't get to watch this first?" | sweep my arm over the vista. 
He shakes his head, blood-orange sunlight glinting off his hair. 
| want to go ahead and get inside. It'll be getting cold as all hell soon. We can watch it tomorrow, if you want 


to." 


| nod cautiously. "Okay." 
| had my doubts in the first place about a place that Axl would recommend, but when he said ‘shit cheap’, he 
sure meant it. The Yucca Motel has got peeling paint, two busted windows, and a neon sign with three letters 


missing. 

"This is nice," | can't help commenting, following Izzy up to the door. 

"For the middle of nowhere, it's pretty alright” 

| just shrug and step over the threshold, a bell tingling overhead. We trudge up the front desk. There's a 
hanging light over the flaking formica, swaying in the breeze coming in through the window. Izzy was right, | 
can already feel it getting cool. | pull my jacket more closely around me and watch him ding the call bell. No 


one's coming, so he taps it again. Ding-9-9. 


There's still silence. I'm about to suggest that we just wait, when he begins thumping on the thing like it's a 
fucking wah-wah pedal. 


DINGDINGDINGDINGDING- 

"Motherf-" | grab his hand. "What are you doing?" 

‘| want a room. l'm tired." 

Seconds later, a short, angry-looking Hispanic woman comes banging in . 

"Hjo de puta Cristo" She takes a deep breath and stretches her face into a tight-lipped smile. "Yes?" 


Izzy leans his elbow on the counter, fingertips dangling his Marlboro. 


"We've got phone reservations.” On the last word, he exhales, and cigarette smoke watts over the countertop. 


The lady makes a face at him before flipping through her binder. 


"Tosco. lzz-eh?" 


He just nods. | edge in next to him and give him the eye. 
"Yes, that's us. Room for two?" 


She gives me a suspicious look "Yes." 


| blink back, and she drops the faded key fob into my hand. 
"Thank you. C'mon, Izzy," 
The little motherfucker kills his cigarette on the underside of the countertop before following. 


"What was that?" | demand as soon as we're outside. 


"What?" 
"That, you know - rudeness," | shake my head. "Why?" 
He just blinks at me and motions for the room keys. "I wasn't rude." 


"Yeah you were. It was weird. One second you were all fucking yogini and happy to be back in the Mojave, and 
then BAM Back to dick mode," | sling the plastic tab at him, and | can hear the metal hit his hand. | hope it 
hurt. 


He just keeps blinking at me, and it's kind of making me want to belt him. "I don't know what you mean. Can we 


just go sleep, please?" 
| sigh. "Yeah." 


| follow him down a cracked sidewalk that runs around the edge of the motel. The sun's gone down, and already 
I'm beginning to shiver - the cool wind plus the darkness is like a cold kiss on my bare arms. | should have 
brought the fucking leather pimp coat. But that kind of apparel belongs in Seattle and Los Angeles. | feel out of 


place enough as it is. 


Room 12. Izzy jiggles the lock and the door swings in. I'm promptly hit with a burst of stale-smelling air, and 
met with the sight of a rather small, dingy room. TV. Dresser. Bathroom. Armchair. Bed. 


"IIl take the chair," Izzy announces, plunking his stuff into the seat. 
l'm startled at his thoughtfulness and start to speak, but he says, "No, it's okay. | like it. | can get up and out 


easier." 


Such a gypsy soul he can't even be tied down by bedcovers. "Okay. Thanks," | say, dropping my bag onto the 
luggage rack. He heads off to the bathroom with his shaving kit, nary a word. 


| realize that | didn't bring any sweats, but I'm tired and my jeans seem to be cutting off my circulation. So | 
shuck them off, tug a pair of plain black boxers out of my duffel, and wriggle into the merciful cotton. Much 
better.| scrub my face with my hands before kneeling next to my guitar case. It's got rusty clasps, and the 
material's fraying all over. On the inside, the lining's stained and thin, and the finish has all but come off the 
guitar; this was my brother's before it was mine. | decided not to invest in a new six string until we got some 
money - | snatched up a Fender bass instead. It was a good decision, I'm pretty sure. But we've still got no 


money. 
| close up the case and fold myself up onto the bed, cross-legged. I'm thinking of Seattle. So | decided to try 
out an acoustic cover of Attitude. Will it probably sound stupid? Yes. But homesickness is serious business. A 


guy has to do what a guy has to do. 


Well, what it does is make me even more homesick. And yes, it sounds stupid. 


"Great. Get Axl to put that on the album," Izzy's standing in the doorway of the bathroom, one of his legs 


cocked out, a smirk plastered on his face. 
"| will, thanks." 


| watch him toss his shaving kit back into the chair, rifle through his suitcase. And then | remember that | 
don't just have to spend time with this guy. | have to actually work with him. Ay caramba. 


Back at the Hellhouse, it's normal for us to get to bed at six in the morning. So being so suddenly confined to a 
cheap motel room at eight in the evening is bringing on a wave of claustrophobia that has to do with 
disturbing the schedule. | unstrap my guitar and take a deep breath. 


"You feeling it too?" 


| look up. Izzy's dark head is already bent low over his lap, his fingers working on a blunt. | don't want to say 
the wrong thing, so | pick the fucking standard Duff answer. 


"What?" 

"That," He points at my knee, which I've just realized is bouncing up and down. "You want out" 
"Well. yeah," | say, furrowing my brow. "Don't you? | mean, you always want out" 

He shrugs. "Out of what? Out of the room? Out of this trip?" 

| shrug right back "Both" 

He tilts his head at me. "Yes. No. 

Golden standard "Uh, what?" 


"Well, yeah, | want to be out of the room. I'm about to have a fucking coronary. No, | don't want out of this 
trip." 


| know he only says that because he's back in a place he loves, but | still have to swallow some surprise. It 
passes quickly, though. 
If you want out of the room, why didn't you just say so?" 


| was just going to smoke a joint instead." 


"What happened to ‘fucking coronary'?" | ask. 


He just shrugs. 

"| dont get it” 

"There's more than thing you probably wouldn't get about me. 
"You haven't tried me yet" 


And suddenly, like it did in the car, his face transforms. But this is different. It's not an excited grin. No, this 
one's a lazy, languid smile. With maybe just a sparkle of curiosity in the eyes, this time. My stomach jumps. 


"Cmon, Duff," he gets to his feet and stretches like a cat. "Let's chill. Where's the goddamn remote?" 


Hss-ss. Iffsst S-ssst! 


"Fuck!" My eyes fly open and | sleepily scramble back against the headboard, ready to bat at whatever 


venomous desert snake is about to kill me. 


Then my bleary eyes focus on Izzy, silently laughing, doubled up by the dresser. 
"Shut up," | say moodily, stretching myself back out. "What the hell was that noise?" 


"C-cofee pot," he's still laughing, wiping his nose as he straightens up. "Wish you could've seen your face. 


Paranoid when you're tired, huh?" 

"Yeah, yeah," | fold my arms behind my head and squint in the sunlight. "What fucking time is it?" 
"A bit after nine. | would have woken you up in a minute." 

"Mm," a familiar craving is already crawling its way through my system. "I need vodka" 

"Have some coffee first. Goddamn, Duff" 


| would protest, but | don't want to be rude. So | take the cup he hands me with a muttered thanks and pull 
my legs up to my chest. It's not bad, for hotel coffee - Izzy makes some strong shit. | sip it and watch him 
knock around the room. Zipping up his bag, throwing it on the floor. Piling his amp and guitar next to it. Washing 
the coffee pot, and hell, he's even whistling while he does it. Sounds like a combination of ‘Miss You' and 
‘Paranoid’. Hideous shit. 


| blink through what feels like molasses. I'm fucking exhausted. Why is he so energetic, fuck, cheerful, even? 
And then he turns around, and it hits me. His pupils are pinpricks. He must have shot up while | was passed 
out. | shake my head over my coffee. Guess we're both wake up-load up kind of guys. 


He sees my face. "What?" 

"You're lit, aren't you?" 

"Yeah. Why?" 

| shake my head again "We're really fucked up, aren't we, Izzy?" 

For the third time, | get to see him smile. This one's not excited, or curious. It's kind of grim. 

"Yeah, we are." 

"Don't you ever get sick of this? This, | don't know.. decadence?" 

Its a fair question. | know | do. 

He walks to the bed, nudges my legs over before he sits down. “Sometimes, | guess. The lifestyle hasn't gotten 
old yet. I've always loved feeling good more than | should, | guess. Still do." 

"Me too," | edge myself up farther on the pillows, trying not to expose my bare chest to the air conditioning. 


"| know. You must go through at least seven bottles a week back home. And lots of beer." 


"If not more than that. No one else can hold their liquor, except Slash," | chuckle. "That's why we're drinking 
buddies." 


A corner of his mouth goes up. "There's a difference between not being able to hold your liquor and not 


wanting to drown in it." 
‘ls there?" 


"Yeah. Steven can't hold it. He fucking goes crazy, bouncing off the walls, running around the block naked. | won't 
get wild, but | get all dark and gloomy if you try to hang around me." 


"So you're drunk all the time. That explains a lot" 

"Hey," he grins, smacking the side of my head. 

"Well," my cheek is stinging, but I'm smiling too. 

‘Im getting more coffee. I'll get you your damn vodka," he says when | open my mouth. 


The mattress rises a little when he leaves, and | swing my legs over the side of the bed, stretching. Kicking 
my suitcase aside, | pad to the bathroom. Take a piss, wash my hands, rinse my mouth. When | get back to 


the bed, Izzy's still clattering around in the kitchen 


| flop back onto the unmade bed and dig a pair of jeans out of my bag. By propping my hips up on my elbows, | 
start wriggling into them. Goddamn. I'd forgotten how tight they were. 


"Oh, my. Should | leave? Would you like to be alone with your jeans?" 

| roll over, a scowl already slapped on my face. "You try getting into these frigging things” 
"Try getting into your pants? No, thank you" 

| snort. "You only wish" 

"Don't flatter yourself" he plunks my Grey Goose on the bedside table. 


| finally get up and pull on my jeans like a normal person, and he settles himself down on the other side of the 
bed, heaving his guitar case onto the mattress. | sit back down and watch him, my hair flopping in my eyes. 


"Are we gonna write, then?" 
"That's what we're here for, isn't it?" 


"Yeah." 


| stare at the ceiling, watching the patterns the sunlight is making on the ceiling. | fold my arms beside my 
head. 


"You look tired." 

lam," | say. 

"Want some coke or something?" 

"Jesus fuckin’ Christ," | prop myself up on an elbow and stare at him. “Izzy, its ten in the morning.” 
"Don't be such a hypocrite, Mr. ‘| Need Vodka" 

| blink. "You're right" 

"| know | am." 


"Okay," | sit up. "So lets write about that." 


"About what?" 

"You know," | wave my hand impatiently. "Addiction. What's addiction to you?" 
| resent calling it that" 

"What? You trying to say you're not?" 

"No." he says slowly, tracing the rim of his coffee cup. "lm just... 
"Addicted" 

"| do it because | love it" 

"You love it?" 

"Yeah. | love being high. | love feeling good" 

"So you /ove addiction" 

He looks annoyed. "Yeah. Whatever you wanna call it, | love it. | love self-indulgence. Who doesn't?" 
"You're in love with your dirty little habit. That's kind of sick, dude." 


"Okay," he doesn't look the slightest bit offended, hoisting his guitar into his lap. "Let's do that then. Let's write 
that" 


"Write what?" I'm staring at the sumy patterns on the bedspread. Cheap material, gaudy colors. 

"You know. Let's write something sick." 

| grin. | actually like the idea. "Okay." 

| glance up from the bedspread to his face, and a violent jumping sensation upsets my insides. Like last night in 
the car, he's already looking at me before | look at him. Like l'm stuck in a tractor beam, | hold that gaze for a 
moment. What color are his irises? Gray? Hazel? | can't tell. 

| glance away again. His eyes are unnerving 

"Izzy?" 


"Mm?" 


"Describe it. Long-term kind of deal." 


He doesn't have to ask what | mean. "When you actually do it.. it feels incredible. And you... | mean, that feeling, 
takes over your mind. You think about it constantly." 


"What if heroin was a woman?" | ask, smiling, because | know what the answer is. 


He laughs. "Good thing people can't have that effect. I'd be fucked, because I'm head over heels. I'd do nothing 
but think about her all the damn time." 


| plunk the low E with my thumb. "Think. Think about you." 
We look up from our guitars and meet eyes at the same time. 


"Love song about addiction," he smiles. It's 


the grim one again. "I'd say that's pretty sick" 
| nod. "Sick. That's what we are, isn't it?" 


"Kay. Let's do it" 


Right in the Balls 


"Try the D9 there. 

| pluck out the chord and Izzy nods. "Yeah. | like that better than just the D" 

| scribble it down on the notebook in front of me. This is a newfound luxury - l'm accustomed to writing on 
the back of pizza boxes and grocery bags. Izzy's got a whole collection of journals that | caught a glimpse of 
when he unzipped his bag. I'm not normally a nosy person, but I'd give both arms and a leg to be able to read 
Izzy's thoughts. 

"Duff 

| shake my head, "Yeah?" 

‘Lets try all of the chorus now, yeah?" 

“Kay: 

He nods to start - he's singing. We're going slow, trying to lock together. 

"| think about you, honey - Gb - time, my heart says yes. | think about you" 

"DI now, right ~" 


"Deep inside | love you best. | think about you..” 


He glances at the notebook, then at me. | blink right back, and for a second, we're just still and look at each 


other. 
| bet his thoughts are like swirling desert sand. 


"| feel like it's missing something," he turns back to the table and runs his finger down the column of words 


we've scribbled. "Do you get that vibe?" 

"Think it's too short. Want to add some more?" | press the A and twang it. 
"You think that's it? Okay." 

| pick out the notes in an E. 


‘Oh, yeah," he points to the "B" scrawled over the lyrics. "Do you think that a B minor would sound better 


there?" 
| dunno. That's a big change. Want to try it?" 


"Yeah. | want the chorus to sound different from the verses, they're too similar right now. Here -" he 


repositions his guitar. 


"| think - B minor - you, honey, all the time, my heart says yes. | think - B minor - you, deep inside | love you 
best. | think - B minor - you." 


Izzy's got a nice voice. Like a more metal version of Bob Dylan 

He says the chord every time he hits it, watching my face. | nod. 

"Yeah, you're right, it does need to be different. That sounds better." 

He scrunches his nose. "I still think it's not quite right 

"Okay, then try the eleven. B minor eleven-" | strum and he nods. 

"Yeah, okay, that's good," he scribbles the numerals. "Want to make it longer now?" 


"Yeah. So where'd we leave off?" | start to pull the notebook towards me, until | realize he's clamped his hand 


over mine. "What, Izzy?" 


We stare at each other again, and time freezes. His gaze is like quicksand. Water in the ears, parachute 


expanding to pull you back immobile from a freefall. That's what Izzy's gaze is like. 
"Hey. Izzy" 

He takes his hand off mine and leans back. "Yeah. Sorry” 

| watch him as he props up his feet on the coffee table and lights a cigarette. 
Standard Duff response. What? 

Instead of continuing to gape at him like an idiot, | look down at the paper in front me. 
"Right. Okay. ‘Deep inside, | love you best. | think about you." 

| chew on the end of the pencil 


"You know you're the one | want," little gray 


puffs of smoke come out of his mouth with each 


word. 

"Good," | scrawl down the phrase. "I think about you, darling, you're there when the day is done?" 

| bite off the eraser without looking at him. 

"No, that's too long, doesn't fit," | decide, spitting out the rubber nub. "Agreed?" 

"Agreed." 

"Okay, how ‘bout, ‘darling, you're the only one?" 

"Sounds accurate." Grim smile. 

My stomach jumps. 

He leans forward. "Okay, so. ‘| think about you. | think about you, honey all the time, my heart says yes. | think 
about you, and deep inside | love you best. | think about you, and you know you're the one | want. | think about 
you, darling, you're the only one." 

| thump a G5. "Sounds good to me." 

"Me too. Want to run it?" 

"Yeah." 

"Oh, and we can plug in as well." 

| blink. "I only brought my acoustic. | don't have an electric." 


‘Ive got two. The second one never stays tuned and the strings have gone to shit, but, um, | brought it for 


you," he fiddles with a thread on his jeans. That seems to be a tick of Izzy's 
"Oh," | blink again. "Oh, well, thanks, man’ 

"Yeah. | kinda snagged your bass, too. Sorry, | didn't know if you wanted it or not" 
"No, that's great," | smile. "Ive got this badass bass riff we could work with~" 


"I know," he interrupts, and then stops. "I've, uh, heard you playing something cool back home lately. | was gonna 


ask you about it.” 


Jesus Christ, is he blushing? Yet another version of Izzy. 
"Um, yeah, okay," | say. | think I'm staring at his pink cheekbones. 
He clears his throat. "So, yeah. I'll go get the second electric and the amp." 


| watch him walk out of the room before | stretch out on the bed and grin Izzy Stradlin blushing in my 


presence? Well, fuck me. 
Damn onion l'm beginning to wonder how many layers of him l'm going to see before these four days are over. 


Moving onto to less complicated thoughts, l'm 


stretching again to try and reach the vodka bottle from the side table when he walks back in. 

"You look ridiculous," he chuckles. "Like a beanpole." 

"Excuse you," | say, trying to not fall. "You're the beanpole of this operation" 

"Why don't you just get up and get it?" 

‘Izzy, just let me have my fun 

| don't get it," he snorts. 

"There are a lot of things you probably wouldn't get about me," | raise my eyebrows. 

He looks at me for a second. 

And then another smile spreads across his 

face. But this one's not the curious smirk or the grim grin - no, this one's completely different. Imagine you've 
been stranded in a cold, wet place for a long time, and it's dark. Then, suddenly, the sun bursts over the top of 
the trees. You realize you've been standing in a beautiful valley in the Cascade Mountains the whole time, and 
you've been flooded with warmth and light. 


That's what this smile is like. 


"| don't doubt it," he's shaking his head slightly, still grinning, when he walks around the bed and hands me my 
vodka bottle. 


| shake my head like I'm trying to clear it, but in reality | just want to bask in that sunshine smile for a while. 
"You don't?" 


"Nope," he picks up the second electric off the floor and aims the head towards me. "And since we've got 


another ninety two hours all to ourselves, | kinda want to start understanding a couple." 
"Wait... you do?" | get the impression that | look slightly gobsmacked. 


"Yeah," he wiggles the guitar at me, and | slowly take it. "But | guess we're all business today. Maybe soul- 


searching can be on tomorrow's agenda" 

"Um ... yeah. Sounds good," and | finally smile back A little tentatively, but | do. 

It feels good. 

"Alright then, let's do this," he plugs the amp in, hooking up the guitars. Back to business, | guess. It's funny, 
watching him. It's like flipping a switch - I've seen glimpses of the Real Izzy, but every time | do, he pulls back 
the shade and becomes Impenetrable Izzy again. 

Guess it's going to be a process. 

"Ready?" 

| nod. 


"Right, I'll sing." 


| snort internally. Again, thanks for 
asking 


"Okay, B - you been lookin’ real good, | remember when we met. Funny how it never felt so good: It's a feelin 
that | know - A twice - I'll never forget. Oh, it was the best time | can remember. Oh, and the love we 
shared-is lovin’ that'll last forever - B - A- G now, right-" 


It sounds good, if | do say so myself. | like listening to Izzy sing. 


"| think about you- B minor, yeah- | think about you, honey all the time, my heart says yes. | think about you, 


and deep inside | love you best-" 

Our eyes meet: 

"| think about you, and you know you're the one | w-" 
"B minor!" | say. 


He grins. "I think about you, darling, you're the only one." 


There's a screeching of feedback as the last chord dies away, and we're both nodding slowly like fucking sages. 
"| like it," Izzy tugs the cord out of the amp. "Not done yet, obviously, but | like it. What do you think?" 

"| like it too," | think for second. "We could speed it up a little.” 

"Ah, and the punk roots rear their head," he smiles, leaning over his guitar. 

| shrug. "Can't be helped" 

‘It's true, though, we could," he says. 

I'm unplugging my own guitar when he points at my knee. 

"What is it?" 

"Huh?" 

"You're bouncing again," he gestures impatiently. "What're you thinking about?" 


"Oh," | look down at my leg. "About that bass 


line." 


He leans over the notebook. "Well, if you want 


to hang up ‘Think About You' for right now, I'd like to hear it" 


"Okay, sweet," | grin. "Where'd you put my 
bab- | mean, the bass?" 


"Your baby’s in the car." He tosses me the keys without looking up. 


When | step outside, it's like getting hit in the face with a furnace. ‘Hell is my first thought before desperately 
stripping off my sweatshirt and dropping it right in the doorway. 


The first thing | notice is that its hot. 

The second thing | notice is that it's beautiful 

Completely different from the evening, yeah. But still striking. The sun's beating down like a gold coin, and the 
sand is rippling barely five feet away from me. The sparse flora includes a clump of dusty-green somethings 


by the corner of the motel and a cactus in the distance. What another world. 


When | remember what l'm supposed to be doing, | make my way on the worn sidewalk back to the parking lot, 


car keys jangling in my hand. The trunk clicks as it unlocks and pops up. There she is My beautiful jazz Fender. | 
lift up the case and run my hand down it for a moment - it's funny how the curves of the guitar always 
reminded me of a woman, but the case is square and straight like a man's frame. Yeah, my baby is both sides 
of love, rolled into one. 

Before | close the car, | snake my hand in the glove compartment and swipe the bag. | could really go for some 
coke right about now, and maybe a bit more later. A man's got to reward himself, and if | end up in a sharing 


mood, God knows Izzy won't have any qualms about mixing his medications. 


| lock up again and head back to our room. I've only been in the heat for a couple minutes and I'm already 


anticipating the air conditioning. l'm a white guy from the north, for God's sake. 
"How's it feel out there?" 

| kick the door shut with my heel and head over to the bed. "Hot" 

Izzy chuckles. "I bet. It's around noon" 


"Eugh," | undo the fastenings and prop the 


guitar on my knee. "Did you bring a bass cord?" 
He just nods and goes digging through his bag, coming up with a Washburn brand a couple seconds later. 


"Thanks," | plug in, strike an A. It reverberates through the small room, and | swear | feel it in my blood. "Isn't 
the management going to get pissed at us for all this electrical shit?" 


"Nah," Izzy lights up and offers me a Marlboro. "And if they do, fuck ‘em. We gotta job to do, right?" 

"Yeah, sure," | grin. The cigarette's wagging when | talk. 

“Alright, let's hear it, then," he leans back in his armchair and props his feet on the table. 

"What, just like that?" 

"What, you can't handle right off the bat?" He's teasing, but | kick his chair leg anyways. 

"No 

He holds the cigarette between his index and middle finger and motions with his pinky. "C'mon, then" 

So | thump out the opening lick, the E high on the neck | don't like to admit it, even to myself, but Izzy makes 


me kind of nervous. At first l'm just looking down at the strings, and soon | start to feel comfortable again No 


more stuck-in-the-desert-with-lzzy uncertainty. Right now, I'm in control and | know what l'm doing. 


So | move my fingers down the frets and slap. Izzy's right - | have been working on this line for a while, and 


West and | have played around with it quite a bit. Hs badass 
Dung, dung, dung 

Dung dung, dung 

Dung, dung, dundt, dund dung-g . . 


When I've stopped and finally looked back up, | catch my breath. Izzy's leaning forward with sparkling eyes and 


a dangling cigarette, elbows on his knees. That smile is back. 

| cough. 

He pauses to take a drag before speaking. "Dude," and smoke comes rushing out, "that is so... wow." 
| grin. "That bad, huh?" 


"Duff" He actually swats at my head with a pillow, and | duck, laughing. "No. That's fucking great. How have you 


never shown that to Axl before?" 


"| dunno. He's been doing a lot of his own writing. You guys do a lot of writing together," | shrug. "I didn't know 
if the styles were going to mix or not." 


He just shakes his head, taking another drag. "You gotta play us stuff like that. Missing out on putting 
something like that out there - man, that would suck" 


| unstrap my bass. "So you like it, huh?" 
"Hell, yeah." 
"Like what?" | lean over to put it in the case, and my hair falls over my face. l'm still grinning. 


| hear his chair creak. "Its badass and it's gritty. It's just - its just - well, | guess it's kinda like us. Its kinda 
sick And that groove you've got - it gets you right in the balls " 


| nearly choke. "What?" 
"Yeah," he sounds nonchalant. "You've got a hot tone, and it's a sexy line." 


| cough again. "Thanks," | straighten back up and the sunshine smile has been replaced with that dirty little 
smirk of his. 


"You look different when you play." 

"Do |?" 

"Yeah. More . . . dangerous." 

| wink. "I'm always dangerous." 

"Sure," he laughs. "And I'm Frank Sinatra." 
"You'd be surprised." 

"So would you." 


"| guess we're just going to surprise each other then, aren't we?" his eyes are the color of the desert sky 


today, sparkling at me from underneath a strand of black hair and through a cloud of ashen smoke. 
"Guess so," | swallow. He smiles. 

| see you brought the stash in" 

"Yeah," | wave my hand at it. "I grabbed coke and some of that Seattle grass. Ever tried it?" 
"Nope. But I've heard stories from Slash." 

"Guess we're getting stoned,” | grin. 

"Sounds good to me. | brought my own stuff too," he sets down the guitar. 

‘It's, uh, almost one," | say, glancing at my watch. "We've had a productive day, right?" 
"Mm," he nods. "Wake up, shoot up, play up, smoke up. Yeah?" 

"You said it." 

"Alright, lets hit the rock" 

"Maybe jam a little more after that?" 


“Sure, if you want. We can polish up that riff of yours," he grins. "And then maybe later, we'll see what we 
can do about that desert sunset." 


The Blanket of the Gods 


Trauma. 
If there's one thing I've learned in life, its that trauma is the ultimate connector. 


| left plenty of fucking trauma behind in Washington. Why, you might ask, if | wanted to avoid trauma, would | 
travel to LA? 


My only answer is that it's amazing what people will do to chase success. 


In any case, | didn't find any shortage of trauma in Hollywood. It was just my luck that | ended up in one of the 
most trauma filled bands on the face of the planet. 


It's a good thing that trauma is the ultimate connector. 
Joining Guns, | quickly discovered that everyone's got a tragic backstory. 


Slash. Schlepping around the streets of California from such a young age. Seeing too much too fast, losing his 


innocence so quickly. People don't realize it, but yeah, he's scarred. 


Axl. More people know that he's got issues. It took a long time for me to hear Axl's story, and when | did, it 
wasn't even from him: it was from Slash's lips in a late-night drinking session. Axl's seen it all, and not in a 
good way. Raped when he was three. Abused all of his life. Kicked out of the house at sixteen because he 
wouldn't cut his hair. It's no wonder that Axl's whacked up one side and down the other. Thinking about the 
things that happened to him hurts me on the inside, so | try not to. 


Stevie. His trauma has been a little different. When you grow up with everyone telling you, ‘yes, yes, yes,’ all 
the time, you just end up wanting someone to tell you ‘no! Steve did everything he could to get his parents to 
tell him ‘no: Failing classes, bringing home girls, smoking crack - I've heard the stories. Steven's still trying to 


get someone to tell him ‘no’, and it hasn't happened yet. 


And then there's me. | grew up in a sea of heroin and debauchery. It's like I'm split down the middle. Half of me 
is just a pot-smoking kid with a weird sense of humor and an affinity for the mountains, and the other half is 
a city punk in a leather pimp coat that'll deck you if you say the first thing about me or my friends. l'm 
leading a double life, and | feel it every day. 


Steven and Slash and | were able to connect right off the bat, because we've all been through undeniable 
trauma in our lives. Even Ax, after a while, begrudgingly will let you see glimpses of who he used to be, and 
partly still is. When you've been through bullshit, you commiserate and talk about it and analyze it and after a 
while, start trying to outdo each other. It's the easiest way to become friends with someone in the world. 


But Izzy. What's Izzy's story? Not until now have | ever really thought about the fact that | don't know what 
Izzy's been through. It's obvious, to me, anyways, that he's been through something. There's something about 
Izzy, | don't know what it is, that bespeaks trauma. 


Another thing about trauma, it attracts people like fucking honey attracts flies. 

Take Romeo and Juliet, for example. Widely considered one of the greatest love stories of all time, right? Why? 
Because they're not allowed to be together and they get traumatized by that fact. Then he pretends to die, 
and she gets traumatized by that fact. Then she dies, and when he finds out, he's traumatized by that fact. 
Then he kills himself, and everyone's all traumatized together. 


The story could be a fucking Shakespearean chainsaw massacre. 


Why is a chainsaw massacre performed in tights and lace collars considered the greatest love story of all 


time? 

Trauma. It all comes back to trauma 

Yeah, there is something so undeniably attractive about suffering to humans. And when we see someone that's 
suffering or who has suffered, we immediately are seized with an urge to know why. Depending on how much 
of a clam that person is or isn't, you might find out the answers to your questions. Sometimes you never get 
an opportunity to pry it out of them. 

Sometimes you do. 

Funny how things work out. 

"Duff" 

| shake my head. "Um, yeah?" 

"Want another beer?" 

"Yeah. Sure." 

| take the cold can without looking down. The Mojave breeze swirls around my ankles, and | watch as it kicks up 
a small funnel of sand a couple feet away. The sky hanging above my head has become a woolen blanket of 
russet and gold, spun like a coverlet of the gods. The ground beneath my feet is tawny grit. | imagine how it 
would feel rubbed across my skin, exfoliating, stinging, renewing. | want to pull the scraggly cacti and rippling 
sidewinder tracks into a blanket around my frame and fall blindly into it, engulfing my senses, my mind, my 


soul. 


| sip my beer. 


| don't feel remotely traumatized. 

| scoot farther up the car hood and lay back, settling my shoulders on the roof. The heavens are shot with 
clouds. They're fluffy, like pulled cotton, and the fermenting dark gold sunlight is spreading through them like 
melted caramel against that cerulean backdrop. | close my eyes and try to imagine a sleeping bag woven of the 
desert sky that | could pack up and take with me back home. Not home to LA. Truly home, to Washington 
What would sleeping wrapped in the desert sky feel like? 


| hear a weight plunk down next to me, and | when | roll my head over and look, Izzy's face is inches from 


mine. 
"What're you thinking about?" he murmurs. His eyes are sparkling. 
"Home," | whisper back. "I'm thinking about home." 


| watch as he turns his head back up to the sky. "I think this is home for me. | think this is where | belong, 
Duff" 


His eyes slant in my direction. "What makes something home, anyways?" 


| shrug, and the aluminum ridges in the van grind on my shoulder blades. "I guess wherever you grow up. 
That's always been home to me." 


He looks back at the sky, and | watch him fold his arms behind his head. "I think home is wherever you feel at 


home." 

"Well, sure," | shrug again. "But what defines ‘feeling at home'?" 

He glances at me again, and | see the blanket of the gods reflected in his eyes. "I think home is wherever you 
feel like you belong. Wherever you feel inspired Wherever you feel free," he blinks, and the cerulean mountain 


lake ripples. "Isn't it?" 


| turn on my side and tuck my arm behind my head. | can see myself reflected in that mountain lake. "Sure, 


Izzy." 


He turns back to the sky and sighs contentedly. "Yeah, home doesn't care about your backstory. D'you think 


the desert cares where you're from? No. The desert just wants you for its own" 


| watch him blink Most of his eyelashes are thick and coarse and black, but the very tips are blond | can see 
the caramel shining through them. 


He sighs again, rapturously. "The desert doesn't give a fuck about your trauma." 


| sip my beer. 


| wake up horny the next morning. The second thing | register is annoyance, because this isn't an easy and 
quickly solvable situation like it is normally. Normally I'd just cook one off under the sheets and go back to 
sleep, but normally I'm alone. Now I've got another person sharing the room, which means I've got to use 
common courtesy. Meaning, I've got to carefully get up, hide my hard-on, check if the bathroom has a lock, 
jump in the shower, and repress any moans or exclamations. 


| hate common courtesy. 


But when | poke my head out of the covers, Izzy's nowhere to be seen. Not in his chair. Not making coffee in 


the kitchen Not in the bathroom. Not strumming his guitar on the bed. Not anywhere in the hotel room. 
"l2?" | call out, just to be sure. 

No answer except the sound of breeze outside the motel door. 

Perfect. 


| burrow back under the covers and push down the waistband of my boxers, almost moaning as the elastic 


rubs over my cock. Damn, that feels good. 


A slow stroke with one finger from the base feels even better, and | lean back my head into the gloriously 
soff pillows. 


| slowly wrap my hand around myself and run my fist to the head and back down the shaft. The friction sends 
shivers through my body and | do it again, feeling the silky hard flesh underneath my touch. Up. Down. Up. 
Down My hand picks up speed and so do the delicious tremors running through me, tingling my scalp. 

"Shit," | breathe. 


Tingling. Pins and needles. 


| try to cast my mind around quickly for something that's not going to kill the mood. Boobs. Long legs 
Supermodel smile. 


"Fuck." 


Yeah, that's not doing it for me. | close my eyes and pump faster, and inexplicably, my mind lands on last 


night's sunset. Caramel Spun cotton Cerulean glass 


"Oh, yeah." 

That did it. The tingling in my head intensifies, crashing down the back of my neck and through my arms. 
"Shit!" 

The waves of pleasure are coiling through me, dancing, delighting. They encircle my abdomen and crash down 
my legs to the ends of my toes. | move my hand faster, curling my fingers tighter around my cock. The 
increase in pressure is like a shock to the system. | can feel white hot tendrils winding themselves tightly in 
my belly. /m close. So close. 

Desert sand Black and blonde lashes. 

"Fuck" 

The boiling heat in my stomach explodes, and stickiness shoots onto my hand and abdomen. 

"Damn," | gasp. I'm trying to catch my breath, riding out the last shockwaves of pleasure, giving myself one 
last long stroke before collapsing onto the mattress. | run my clean hand through my messy hair and sigh 
blissfully. 

Wait 

Desert sand Black and blonde lashes. 


What? 


Then | hear footsteps on the walkway outside, and | take a look at the state l'm in 
"Fuck!" | rasp again, and throw the covers off. 


The doorknob's jiggling. 


| tiptoe-run to the bathroom and slam the door shut. 


When | emerge again in a cloud of steam and safely wrapped in a towel, the powerful scent of citrus 
perforates the room. Padding across the cold tile floor, | light a cigarette from the bedside before stepping 
into the kitchen. 


Izzy's sitting at the round table, accompanied by a wooden crate brimming with fruit. He looks up when | walk 


in, and promptly raises an eyebrow at my attire. 


"How'd you sleep?" 


"Good," | say. | hold my padlock off of my skin for a moment before letting it drop again. The shower made it 
burning. "You?" 


Shitty," he pops an slice into his mouth. "Insomnia's a bitch," he gestures to the mountain of oranges. "Want 


some?" 
"Yeah, sure," | pull out a chair and sit down. "Where'd you get all these?" 


"Couldn't stand staring at the ceiling anymore, took off for a walk around six thirty this morning. Met some 
Hispanic guy on the way back that was selling ‘em. You know, like the little fruit stands?" 


"Yeah," | reach for one and dig my thumb into the sepal. "How much was that whole thing?" 

"Two bucks," Izzy sweeps his peels off the table. "Best breakfast I've had in six years” 

The rest of the skin comes off easily, and | pull the globe apart. When the first slice touches my tongue, | 
crush it against the roof of my mouth and let the juice run in rivulets over my taste buds. It tingles like 
pleasure and tangs my senses. 

vee 

"Good, right? 

"Mm, yeah. Great! 

"Good, ‘cause there's plenty" 

| pull off another slice and bite into it, watching Izzy. He's already starting on his third orange. Ebony hair flops 


in his eyes when he looks down to peel it, and he brushes it absent-mindedly with a ring-encrusted hand. His 
nails are blunt. 


"So." 
| blink. "What?" 


"Tell me." 


Blink. "Tell you what?" 
"What are you thinking about?" 
Your nails. "Um, nothing, | guess." 


"You have to be thinking about something he tilts his head at me. "Unless you really are a dumb blonde, 
then?" 


‘Hey! 
| chuck an orange at his head, which whizzes by his ear and lands in the sink. 
"lim thinking about philosophical stuff" Your rings 

"A likely story." 

"And l'm not dumb." 


"| don't really think you are," he smiles, peeling his fourth orange. "I'm sure there's a scholar in you 


somewhere." 


"Stop making fun. | always did really great in school," | tell him, stretching out so that my feet are resting on 
the table. 


"That explains why you dropped out," he looks at me from under his bangs. 
"| dropped out because | didn't think it was in the cards for me. Not because | couldn't handle it." 


"So you decided to put your whole life on the line because education wasn’t in the cards for you? Seems like 


kind of a stupid thing to do." 


| twitch my head. The fucker is annoying me. "I always made honor roll. | got A's. | was in gifted classes. It's 
just that better opportunities came along," | say. 


He brushes his hair out of his eyes again, still looking at me. "So you were anti-establishment, or what?" 


"| dunno if you would call it that," | say. "It just seemed like a waste of time, especially when | had to make the 
choice between going on tour with the Fastbacks or staying in school. It wasn't a hard decision 


"| can see that. It's a miracle | graduated, anyways." 


"So you actually did graduate? | wasn't sure." 


"Well, yeah, with a D average," he rolls his eyes. "I would've never done good even if | had tried, anyways. | 


always daydreamed way too much." 
"Daydreaming's good." 


"If you don't care about school, yeah, it's fucking fabulous," he picks at a knot in the table. "I was just ready to 


leave" 
"You really hated it there, huh?" 

"No, not at all. Ht was a decent place to grow up" 

| eat another orange segment. "So where were you so eager to get out to? The desert or the city?" 


He smiles, that sunshine smile, and my heart and stomach leap in unison. "I'd never been to the desert then. 


But the first time | came here, it was like this gaping hole in my chest got filled’ 
"So where was the goal?" 

"Los Angeles. God only knows why’ 

"Well, you had a dream 

"Funny, how dreams end! 

"Doesn't seem like yours has yet" 


He shrugs. "The dreaminess gets taken away though. You realize a lot of shit, yeah? The real world's a bitch, 


and it's been a long, cold road to sleeping in her bed." 

| can practically see the trauma, curling around him like morning mist. It's palpable in the air and in his eyes. 
"Yeah." 

| want vodka. 


Instead, | eat another orange slice. 


Supernova 


I've always wondered - what makes people love each other? 


That curiosity goes beyond the technical aspect of what chemicals are churning and which instincts are 


awakened. From a purely humane and romantic perspective, what is it? 


What makes one person special, and another not? How many times have we walked right past our soulmate on 


the street, and never even realized it? Why is a normal action so attractive when a certain person performs 


it? 

Some people will tell you that it's science. Some might tell you that its chemistry. 

But as for me? 

| think its magic. Dreamlike images stacked one upon another until they grow and swirl and explode in the 


supernova of sparkling colors and shapes that is love. Magic, the kind that swirls in sand afire, cool emerald 


firs, and the caramel desert sky. 


A couple of hours after breakfast, around noon, Izzy and | head out to the parking lot behind the motel to 
smoke some crack Neither of us wanted to move, but the smell gets into fucking everything, and that's just 
begging for trouble. 

So we're both sitting flat on the ground with our backs against the dumpster, sharing a rock 

‘| first smoked pot in seventh grade” 

"| smoked it in fifth. Moved onto ‘shrooms in seventh," | say. 

‘Shit. Well, my grandmother died when | was thirteen Gimme," he wiggles his fingers for the pipe. 

| hand it over. "When | was nine, | walked in on my dad fucking the neighbor lady’ 

"| got beat up once a week" 


"| get panic attacks." 


He takes a hit, and his features relax even further, those lake eyes flying to somewhere far away. "I like 


asparagus." 


"| lost my virginity and caught the clap in one go." 

"You what?" He collapses in a fit of laughter. 

| pluck the pipe from his mouth. "Oh, so thats funny, Mr. ‘| Like Asparagus’? You're such a fucking weirdo." 
Izzy's still rolling around on the asphalt in spasms. 


Puff, puff, pass. 


"Be careful," | say. "You've never had any of this stuff before, don't just suck it all in at once." 
"Suck it all in at once? Trust me, | won't," Izzy smirks, folding his hands behind his head and crossing his ankles. 
| make a face at him and lick the paper. 


He's just sprawled there on the bed, with his eyes on me. I'm afraid of what | might see if | look back at him, 


so | keep my eyes down, shake some leaves out of my baggie, and start to roll it on up. 


| hear the bedsprings creak, and in my peripheral vision | can see that he's propped himself up on his elbows. | 
swallow and set the first joint aside before dragging my gaze up to his face. 


His eyes are already glued to mine. My stomach jumps, but | resist the urge to glance away and instead stare 
right back, lifting the second piece of rolling paper up to my lips. 


Its the age old question - who's going to look away first? Me or him? Him or me? He and |. 

| drag my tongue across the paper, and the corner of Izzy's mouth lifts. 

My stomach jumps 

| look away. 

| don't even hazard a glimpse at his face again until after Ive finished the second roll-up. | walk over to the 
bed and drop onto it next to him, belly-down, clamping one blunt between my teeth and the other between my 


fingers. When Izzy opens his mouth to say something, | stick it in between his lips. 


He reaches for the lighter on the nightstand. When he fires up, | notice his mouth is still upturned and his 


eyes are sparkling. 


"Well, that's one effective way to shut me up.” 


"| don't think shutting you up is a problem that people usually have." 

He laughs, and then leans in close and / cant breathe. 

He cups one hand around the tip of the joint in my mouth and lights it up with the other. I'm holding my 
breath, feeling like an overblown balloon, gazing at the obsidian roots of his hair and wondering if it's my 
imagination that my skin is crawling with tingles. 


Izzy leans back against the pillows and tosses the lighter on the bedspread before taking a tentative inhale. 


"That's not so different from California pot," he says, swirls of smoke curling out of his mouth with every 


word 

"Just wait," | say. 

And l'm right. | hear him a couple of tokes later. 
"Well, hell" 

"Did it hit you?" 

"Fuck yeah." 

| chuckle. "Lightweight" 

"Shut up." 


"Is it helping with the crash?" | ask, taking my own breath. Shit | feel like every muscle in my body has gotten 


the tension drained out of it with a pump. | melt into the comforter. 
"Yeah." 


| can feel the harsh weight of my crack crash disintegrating into mere wisps that just float around my 


consciousness. 

"You smoked this shit in fifth grade?" 

"Yup 

Izzy rolls onto his stomach so that we're laying closer together, facing the same direction. 


"Hell. You've probably got about four brain cells left” 


"Clearly," | say. Izzy lifts up his hand to take another puff, and his arm grazes the back of mine. 

And l'm definitely not imagining the heat that spider-webs from that contact point: 

My body is telling me something. Something But | dontt want to think about what it might be trying to say. 

| hold up my joint between two fingers, fold one arm, and settle my head down onto sideways, so that l'm 
facing him. Still propped up oh his elbow, he looks at me through half-closed eyes and a cloud of smoke before 


removing his arm and dropping down next to me. 


We're lying close together, bellies inward, encased in a bubble of gray vapor, which at the moment, seems to 


encompass the whole world. 

The thought drifts into my mind that if | moved four inches forward, our foreheads would be touching. 
A mild tugging at the nape of my neck makes me freeze. 

"Hey Duff?" 

"Yeah?" | gulp. 

“This... this is good." 

"Wow. What a rich linguistic tapestry.’ 


"Shut up," he says, but | can hear the smile in his voice. The gentle, rhythmic tugging on my hair continues. His 


hand is resting behind my head. 
We fall silent again and stare at each other. I'm getting lost in his eyes against my will, tumbling whirlpools of 
glossy blue and bottle green and chestnut brown The coarse ebony fringe that frames them sweeps up and 


down like wings, so long that I'm amazed they don't brush his cheekbones. 


The tugging on my hair has changed from soft pulls to slow strokes. Izzy is smoking with one hand and 


smoothing the back of my hair and neck with the other. 


Time has stopped, frozen, and we are hanging immobile in a strange dusky twilight of swirling colors and shapes 


and sparkling smoke. 


We haven't broken eye contact once. 


We smoke and laze around the room for what seems like weeks, sliding in and out of the frame of reality. 
Really, it was only a couple of hours. Its about four when | finally lift my head to look at the clock because 
my stomach is rumbling like a locomotive. 

"Pizza," lzzy says. 

| don't think they deliver out here, buddy." 

"Well, fuck," he rubs his eyes with his fists. "Want to break out the Ramen noodles?" 

"Syre" 

So | amble to the kitchenette and pour some hot water into the little plastic dishes, add the powder, and stir. 
When | bring the food back to the bed, Izzy's sitting up against the pillows and lighting a cigarette. 

"Good idea. Your lungs are gonna be black as asphalt by the time you're thirty." 

"As if you're one to talk" 

| shrug and hand him his noodles. 

He alternates between smoking and eating. | can't help feeling that that's probably not the best idea, but we 
scarf down our meager rations in companionable silence. When I'm finished, he takes my plate without my 
having to ask and stacks it on the nightstand next to his Marlboros. 

"Thanks." 

"Mm," he tips back his own and drinks the last of the broth before nesting it into mine. 

"Hey Izzy?" 

"Yeah?" 

"| was thinking -" 

"You were? Wow. I'm impressed, Duff" 

"Fuck you," | grin. 

"No, okay, what were you thinking?" he smiles, taking a drag off of his smoke. 


"Why do you love the desert so much?" 


He pauses, holding the cigarette between his index and middle fingers, and he looks like a photo from some kind 


of rock magazine crossed with a gypsy in a caravan, Lean and dark and restless. 

‘It's hard to explain. | can try, though." 

"Kay, try." 

"IFs like -" he pauses again, as if searching for the right words. "It's like every time | come here, there's 
something in me that expands and grows. | mean, when I'm surrounded by the endless sand and the sunset, it's 
just, this feeling that | can't explain. Like | told you, it's like coming home." 


"| think | know what you mean." 


"IFs like - like having your soul set on fire. My soul flies every time | come out here. Which sounds weird, but 


its true. No other way to explain” 
"It doesn't sound weird. I've felt it," | consider him for a moment. "What would you call that feeling, anyway?" 
He gives me a look like I'm crazy or something. "Its love, dumbass.’ 


| smile. "Got it" 


Another two hours drift away, and twilight finds me flat on my back and still on the bed, while Izzy fucks 
around with his acoustic in the armchair. I'm about to suggest that we open a bottle of Stoli or maybe some 
Jack when he yawns, gets to his feet, and stretches like a cat. 

| try not to stare. 

| don't move, just lay there and watch him as he approaches. 

"C'mon, Duff," he jabs a thumb towards the door. "Want to watch again?" 

A warm feeling floods through my bones, like liquid honey. "Yeah." 

| get to my feet, crack my back, and follow him out the door of the motel room. Just like the night before, he 
leads me to the front parking lot, over the hood of the van, and we sit on top. This time, | can feel the heat 
radiating off his body and | can just smell his scent, something cologne-y with citrus, underneath the crack 


smell. When our arms brush, the heat races across my skin again, more intense, more insistent. 


| tell my brain to shut up. 


In the dusk of evening, everything is reflecting orange - the sand, the cacti, the peeling paint of the Yucca 
Motel. | bounce my knee and wait. 


It's like watching a curtain go down. As the sun sinks, like a bobber on a fishing hook, it stains the sky around 
it red and orange and yellow, brilliant as oil paint. Layers fade slowly out, from the hot, bright colors to cooler 
shades of violet, pale blue, and at the very top, indigo. 

Izzy glances at me. | glance back. 

We both look away, this time. 

The fireball is lighting up the horizon, throwing its last rays of gold out over the sand, over the two of us. | 
bask in it, soak it up, stretch my legs out in front of me. Watch as the inky curtain slowly, gradually descends 
over our desert world As it descends over the two of us. 

After it's over and the light is gone, Izzy and | are both silent and still. | don't want to move. I'm afraid of 
breaking some kind of unspoken spell, some kind of magic. The stars are leisurely making their appearance. | 
don't want to shatter the stillness of the night. 

A coyote howls. Something chirps. 

And Izzy gasps, his hand shooting up to point at the heavens. 


"Look!" 


| just see the blazing end of something bright and hot, shooting across the canvas of dark velvet before it 
disappears. 


"Wow." 


| turn and look at Izzy. His eyes are clamped shut and his lips are moving. | don't say anything until he opens 
them back up and looks at me. 


"What'd you do?" 

"Made a wish" 

"Oh," | say. "What was if?" 

"| can't tell you, stupid," he smiles. "IF | tell you, it won't come true. Everyone knows that" 


"Yeah. Everyone does." 


We're both quiet for a moment. The crickets chirp. The stars twinkle. 
"Well, come on, then," Izzy says, hopping off the side of the car. "Time for TV and then bed" 


| take one last look around and nod, dropping to the sand behind him. Instead of letting him lead me back to the 


room, | quicken my pace and walk beside him. | can see him in the moonlight, and he gives me a questioning look. 
"What is it?" 
"Nothing," | shrug. 


When the door shuts behind us, | toss him the remote, throw back the covers and burrow into bed. Even the 
wafer-thin mattress feels good, the tautness leaving my body. Not half as good as the pot, but good. 


Izzy clutches the remote and curls himself up in the chair. He can barely get all of his body onto it 
"Man, that's so ridiculous," | say. "You look like you're gonna fall off" 
"| won't fall off. lm fine. 

"How the hell do you sleep like that?" 

"That's the thing," he snorts. "I dont” 

"Well, you'd probably sleep better if you were in an actual bed" 
"Duff, Im fine. 

"Why don't you just share this thing with me? It's plenty big" 

He tilts his head, and | know that he's considering it 

"C'mon, Izzy. | won't bug you. Your back's probably getting murdered” 
"Well -" he hesitates. "Yeah, okay 

And then he's walking across the room, remote in hand 

| move over to one side of the bed and flip the covers down for him. 


"Thanks," he whispers, and slides underneath the blanket. "Want to watch anything?" 


"Not really," | croak 

"Good, | don't either." 

| can see him in the moonlight streaming in through the window. We're laying bellies inward again, facing each 
other - he's got one hand tucked under the pillow, and he's staring at me openly, shamelessly, peacefully. Those 
sky-colored irises almost glow in the dark, like mercury. | resist the urge to squirm and instead stare back, 
but it's hard. Izzy's gaze makes me feel like I'm going to pitch forward and drown in it. 

It's a surprise to hear his murmur. 

"Your eyes are so beautiful” 

"Mine?" 

"Yeah. All brown and green and gold. Earthy." 

"Thanks," | mumble back. 


We don't look away. 


And suddenly, | feel it. The air around us has suddenly become charged, laced and spiderwebbed with something. 


Heat? Tension? Energy? 


And its funny, because then all | can think of is the sky and the earth - the way one kisses the other, the 
way they press against each other. The way that they are locked together in an embrace for the ages - an 
eternal, magical one, a supernova of shapes and color and light, and how they hold each other throughout eons. 
The heavens and the ground, a broad love affair that has spawned the sand afire, the cool emerald firs, and 


the caramel desert sky. 
Izzy's not looking away. 


And neither am |. 


Into the Mystic 


Living in the real world, after a while, can become stale. The flat, beige-colored frames of daily living have no 
spice, no sparkle. Those of us that are dreamers, those that move, have the ability to escape that cage. 
Others cannot. 

Dreamers. What makes one? When you get distracted by your own thoughts and drift off into the ether. When 
you can craft your own life within your mind, and then set out to make it reality. When two dreamers are put 
together, two things can happen. 

One, they can completely ignore each other and follow their own thoughts and paths. 


Or secondly, they can connect without even realizing it. They can combine thoughts and fuse their emotions 


and share in a way that generates a flicker, a spark, a glint of magic. 


lve found that that kind of connection is rare. 


The thought drifts into my mind that if | moved four inches forward, our foreheads would be touching 
No. No. Don't even think about it. 


| close my eyes against the sight of Izzy in the moonlight, against that silvery gaze. If | relax, I'll go to sleep, 


and this strange spell that's holding me will be gone tomorrow morning. It has to be. 
| exhale deeply several times before | feel something brush my forehead. 

My breath hitches in my throat. 

"Don't leave me," Izzy whispers, stroking my temple. "Don't leave me awake alone.” 


| take a deep, shuddering breath without opening my eyes. l'm scared to, scared of what | might see, what | 
might feel. "I won't." 


The bedsprings creak as he shifts his body. "The earth's disappeared. The sun's set over it" 
His fingertips smooth my eyebrow, whisper over my eyelids. 
Heat shoots out from the contact, rocketing to my ribs and my underarms. | open my eyes slowly. 


“There it is," he whispered. 


We're staring at each other again, and the edges of reality are tilting sharply, falling away like desert sand 


down a dune. l'm teetering on the edge of a precipice. 
"Duff?" 

"Yeah?" | say softly. His hand has wandered into my hair. 
"Is this... is this a dream?" 

"| don't know, Izzy," | say. "I just don't know." 


And then, because this might be a hallucination, | move forward those four inches, and now our skin is 


touching. 

Izzy's nose is pressed against mine, and his hands are in my hair, both of them now. The moonlight is swirling 
around us, and the wind is whistling outside the hotel room, and all that matters is here and now. Because 
there's a funny feeling in my stomach and a tingling spreading across my neck, and | don't want that feeling to 


go away. 


‘lm not going to be able to sleep tonight," he murmurs. His warm breath fans my lips. "And not because of 


the fucking insomnia." 

The hands in my hair withdraw, and Izzy retreats. 

This is a dream. | put my arms around his shoulders and pull him back down to me again. "Neither am |," | say. 
"You don't have insomnia." 

"| know that." 

We stare at each other again, and this time, | pitch forward. 


I'm falling headlong into a mountain lake, free-falling through the sky. I'm drowning and l'm breathing like I've 


never breathed before and l'm pulling the blue silk of both around me like | could live forever. 
There's something in my arms that's warm and solid and hot and dark and lean 

Oypsy. 

And then l'm kissing Izzy. 


The supernova is broiling, writhing, exploding in an eruption of psychedelic colors and smoky moonlight and 


enflamed caramel and a shooting star, searing and bright against the black sky. 


Our lips are pressed together and his skin is so hot against mine. It's soft and hot and we're smashing our 
mouths together and his hands are back in my hair, mine on his waist. Feeling his ribs, like bass strings 
underneath my fingertips. 


He pulls back and gasps for air. "Fuck. Fuck" 


I've lost all sense of myself, all sense of what is up or down or left or right. | bury my face in the crook of 
his neck, breathing in his scent. Cologne and smoke and citrus and desert wind. l'm relishing in the fact, basking 
in the fact that, at least in this moment, Izzy is all mine. He's not some elusive wisp of vapor that can slip 


through my fingers - no, he's real and solid and burning in my arms. 

"What is this?" there's something fuzzy in his eyes, confusion, but also something animalistic, something raw. 
| want to touch you." My fingers run down his side, feeling that warm solidness. 

"Then touch me," he says, and so | do. 


| start at his waist, feeling the smoldering skin beneath my callouses. The heat seeps from his skin to mine like 
some kind of series circuit, the electricity finding a path. | move my hands from his sides to his abdomen, 
pressing my palm flat against the muscles of his stomach. They're clenched so tightly that | have to move my 


head down to his again, and when | crush my lips onto his, he's already moving up to meet me. 


Something wet and hot blooms against my lips at the same moment that something hard and hot presses into 
my leg. 


| can't fucking help it anymore, and moan into his mouth as our tongues swirl together like a maelstrom. The 
flavor of Izzy is like nothing I've ever tasted before, indescribable, indefinable. He moves against me and | roll 
my hips against his, grinding, and now it's his turn to moan - the sound is shot with abandon and | feel myself 


swell even larger. 


| pull myself away from his lips and drag mine roughly, carelessly down his neck, open-mouthed and wet. The 
taste of salt and smoke creeps over my tongue, down my throat, through my nose, and | want more and more 
and more, and so | take it. | cover his throat with my mouth and suck, and he's undulating beneath me, against 


me, that firmness pressing against my thigh. His heavy breathing blocks out the wind. 


| don't know what this is and | don't care, because his legs are wrapped around mine tightly and his hands are 


wound around in my hair. Rainbow flecks dance in front of my eyes. 


My tongue probes from the base of his earlobe to the smooth skin of his jaw. He writhes, and | swirl my skin 
against his before continuing my path. Under his chin, | find what l'm looking for - something is beating against 
my mouth. Izzy's pulse is thrumming like a bird's, fluttering and racing. / did that. Me. 


| press my tongue harder to the spot, and he lets out something between a whimper and a groan. 
"God - feels so good - more -" 


His voice isn't calm or cool anymore. No - Izzy's voice is breathy and wild and so full of need that | can feel 


the galaxy tilting around me. His voice is like a steel feather. l'm so hard that it's painful. 


| kiss lightly at first. He knows what l'm doing and pulls my hair, not gently now, a sharp yank that sends pain 
and pleasure racketing through my body. 


"Fuck - harder -" 
| oblige him and suck as hard as | can, marking him, fusing our skin together, pulling as much of Izzy's flesh 
and scent into myself as possible. | am in the desert with my mouth wide open to the sapphire sky, rain 


pouring in rivulets over my skin, through my hair, filling my mouth. | drink him and drink him and still | want 


more, and more, and more. 

"Ah-h - ah -" 

His pulse is racing, hammening on the inside of my mouth, vibrating my lips, traveling down my throat and 
filling my body, pulsating inside of me. We are rising and whirling and blending, becoming one. His heartbeat is 
mine, mine is his. 

His hands on my chest are a lighting shock to the senses, pushing me back. 

"Duff - no - gonna come - should | wai -" 


"Yeah," | gasp, "yeah." 


| waste no time and yank my shirt off, throwing it away. The padlock necklace thumps against my chest and 


Izzy grabs it, pulling me down again. 

And now he's dominating me, the heat rushing from his lips down my throat and straight to my cock | growl 
and push it against him, and still his lips are moving furiously against mine. Crushing and moving and bruising. 
Its my turn to pull back. 

"Can't control - myself - if you do that - again -" 


He nods and pulls his own shirt off, unzipping his jeans. His eyes are feverish, churning like a summer storm 


cloud, locked on mine. 


"God, you're so fucking special," | pant. My fingers are working as fast as | can move them at the buttons of 


my jeans, peeling the fabric off my skin. "Fucking - fuckin’ look at you." 


Izzy doesn't say a thing, just lunges forward and pulls down my black boxers before grabbing me around the 


middle. 


| feel my cock spring against my abdomen, and we fall onto the bed in a tangle of limbs and heat. The sheets 
are in a twisted mass at the footboard. 


He throws a leg over my hip and rolls on top of me at the same instant that something rough and warm 
brushes between my legs, and | keen 


"Don't - you gotta - control it," he huffs, shaking his sweaty dark hair out of his face and withdrawing his 


hand. "Can you - can you?" 

| grit my teeth and nod. 

The fingers return, light and feathery over the head, dancing. Something between a grunt and moan escapes 
me, and | grip his hair. The anticipation is so intense as to be agony, coursing through every nerve ending in 
my body. 

His fingers dip into the wetness at the tip, and wrap around. | hold on for dear life as the sensation of the 
first stroke shoots through me. God, his hand is hot, and curled tightly around me. By the second, I'm 
thrashing. By the third, grunting. By the fourth, moaning and on the verge. My body is on fire, zinging and 
zapping at his touch, hungering him, craving him. 


It's my turn to push him off. 


"No - not like this -" my body is screaming at me, detesting me. Usually, using my head over my flesh is a 


fight to the death. 
This is easier. 
This is heart over flesh. One in the same. 


"What do you mean, c'mon -" Izzy's hands are everywhere, all over me. On my chest to my arms to my hips 


and | buck against him. 
Only slightly easier. The pull of his eyes and the touch of his hands make it difficult. 
"We're gonna - we're gonna do this right," | gasp, gripping his wrists. "Proper." 


His eyes are wild. "Then do it, do it -" 


"Okay, c'mere -" 

There's a slightly flurry of hands and hair and then my head is exploding again, spinning and whirling past 
frames of the universe, of magic, watching the very concept of time slide away. The pressure of his lips are 
the only real thing in the world, and | know he wants me, | know what he desires, | can feel it pressing against 
me - 

| pull away and look him squarely in the eyes. 

"Do you trust me?" 


"Yes," he's in pain too, | can see it, | can see what he needs. "God, yes, | trust you, Duff, do it -" 


The Earth is still spinning, but we have stopped. Immobile in a free-fall, the wrappings of blue silk rippling and 


waving around us in the air. 
| flip him over onto his side with one hand and pull down his sleep shorts with the other, wrapping myself 
around him from behind like a blanket. Izzy is radiating heat, engulfing me in warmth. Flames licking my arms, 


my cock, my chest. 


When my hand reaches around and touches the tip of him, he doesn't make a sound, but grinds back against 
me and pulses in my fingers. | grasp the base and breathe deeply. 


"Ready?" 
He nods. 
| stroke him gently with one hand and bring the other up to my mouth. 


"There's something about you, Izzy, | don't know what it is, but it makes me want to know you. | want to drill 


down to the core of your being and lay you out before me and find out what makes you tick. . ." 

He's grunting, groaning, everything indistinguishable except the sound of my name. 

"Duff, Duff, Duff, Duff -" like a mantra. 

| swallow hard and tug gently at him, swirling my tongue around my fingers. Coating them. "You're not dark and 


quiet for kicks, for attention, are you, Izzy? That's really just who you are, isn’t it? See, that makes you even 


more desirable -" 
"Duff, Duff, Duff, please, Duff -" 


"Shh," | tighten my hand around him at the same time that | move those two wet fingers down. 


He jerks back against me. "Duff!" 

"You okay?" 

"Yeah," he breathes, "yeah. More." 

| knead and stroke at him and slowly slide a finger inside. 


Izzy is twisting on the mattress, moaning. | can hear the pain but also the pleasure, a two-edged symphony 


that snakes through my head, my heart, and down my body. 
"How's that feel?" | whisper. | want to drink in the indigo rain, but l'm afraid of hurting him. 
Heavy breathing. | see the ebony moth wings of his lashes flutter madly. 


"G-good. More." 


| move my head to the curve of his neck, bury my face in his hair. "Beautiful. You're midnight air personified, 


Izzy." 

| slip the second finger inside of him. 

We are both seized, burning up on the bed. Around my skin is hot, velvety softness. My heart, my head, my 
aching cock pulse in time, scorching my soul with an expectancy that is beyond definable. Izzy is rising, falling, 
animal noises lacing the air. 


| retreat out of him. 


"Fuck," he presses back against me, skin to skin, shoulder blade to my heart. His panting melds with the desert 
wind whistling outside, his dark hair shining cobalt in the moonlight. "Hot. Need it." 


| nod, gasping, and press my forehead to his nape. 


| run one hand along myself, from tip to base, coating the hardness in pearly precum from the head. The 


other | shift from his neck to his lips. 
"Lick" 


He complies. Tentatively, at first, the tip of his tongue just probing my palm. Then slowly, hot moisture begins 


swirling around the creases of my skin, between my fingers. Sucking and lapping. 


"Iz -" lm shaking again, my neck crawling with pleasure and heat. "Iz -" 


"| think that's wet enough," he says, and | can hear the smile in his voice. 

"You bastard," | grin, and kiss his neck. 

My hand, damp with the attention of Izzy's mouth, goes down to my stiffness. | hold him tightly against me, 
feeling his newly heaving breath from my tongue on his collarbone. The rise and fall of his shoulders match 
my own pulse. 

We are one. 

"Ready?" | whisper. My lips brush his ear. 

"Yeah," he breathes. "Yeah." 

Slowly, gently, | enter him. 

The push and pull of the tides cannot rival the way that Izzy and | begin to move. We are ebbing and flowing, 
waxing and waning, together. The clouds are spinning in the sky, the stars infused with vertigo. The earth is 
rolling, churning, the trees waving in a summer wind of need. 

He is warm around me, hot like the sun. 

| wrap my hand around him. 

The bed creaks, the wind outside howls, the moonlight is a gauzy radiance against the shabby walls. Izzy is 
illuminated, glowing with desire, moaning, lashing from side to side, sighing, groaning. The heat is crashing 
through me, wave after wave, fulfillment in the form of a desert night. 

| bask in the sun. 

| drink in the rain. 

| rip the blue silk and watch it fall, binding him to me in a free fall through sparkling colors and shapes. 
Sidelong glances and brushes of hands and frames of eye contact are rushing by me, colors blending into each 
other, swirling and stacking and exploding in an eruption of glittering shapes and light. Red-hot against my black 
eyelids, lancing through my body. 


The mountains rise up and meet the sky. 


Something white hot is curling in my stomach. 


The clouds kiss the soil. 

It tightens and tightens, like a spring coiled too tight. 

The sand slides into the sea. 

| cannot tell where Izzy ends and | begin 

We are one. 

The burning spring explodes, white fire shooting across the onyx desert sky, make a wish 


| am in ecstasy. 


When I have cooled and Izzy has drifted down from the heavens again, he lays his head on my chest and 


breathes. 

| smooth my hand over his midnight hair. 

His hands slide up and down my side. 

| rub the small of his back in circles. 

We breathe in unison, our pulses beating as one. 
"My soul is on fire." 

| smile, curl up around him. "Your gypsy soul." 
"So high. So free." 

"| see." 

He breathes. 

"What would you call that feeling, Izzy?" | whisper into his neck. 
A heartbeat, a moment passes. 


A shooting star streaks across the sky. 


"Its love, dumbass," he murmurs. 
The cosmos, the wind, the earth, the sky, the rain, sparkle and whirl around us. 
| smile. "Got it." 


| am flying. 


Black Wren 


The water closes over my head as | sink into its blue depths, taking a deep gasp before | am submerged Its silence 


presses down on my ears, blocking out any noise except the ringing in my mind, the resonance in my skull 

/ move my hand in front of my face and watch as nipples glitter and surge towards me. 

| dont know where | am, but | know that there is water on all sides, its azure heaviness rapidly fading into dark 
navy as Í sink lower and lower. It's hard to see pass the end of my fingertips The cool satin of the liquid crushes in 


on me, encasing me from head fo foot, a perfect mold on my skin. 


My lungs are already burning, fire traveling slowly from the center of my chest up my throat. My trachea is 
Tight. 


And suddenly, | am afraid, | am panicky. Afraid that when my small amount of air is spent, water is going to pour 
in my mouth and gush down my throat, take over my system. That it will rush through my veins and underneath 
my skin 


| am afraid of the power that is surrounding me. 


/ pull in my limbs and curl into a ball, wrapping my arms around myself. Spots dance on the inside of my eyelids | 
am sinking faster and faster and faster. 


My heart is pounding in my ears. My lungs are searing 
When I slam into the sandy bottom, my eyes are forced open by the uprush of water. 
| would have gasped at the sight before me if | wasnt so afraid of dying 


Swimming around me is a great black cat, long, lean, beautiful. Dark and glossy, the short fur coat shining in the 


deep water. 

It opens its mouth, 

"You won't drown." 

| can't breathe, | can't breathe, oh God, | can't breathe - 

"You wont de," the panther speaks in a soft voice. Steel feathers and Bob Dylan on the rado. "Open your mouth." 


| shake my head emphatically. | am out of air, it is gone. My breath is ripped from my body, | am lightheaded and 


in pain. 


F llet the water in, | will drown. 

"Why are you so scared of power, Duff?" it paddles around me gracefully, its long tail waving in the water. "H is 
huge, it is ancient, and it is beyond your control. Its powerful and it's beautiful Dont be scared of beauty. It can 
only make your life better, your heart warmer. Open yourself, let it in" 


The edges of my vision are going black and blurry. 


‘Don't be afraid of beauty," the murmur comes. And suddenly, | am staring into the gray-blue eyes of the feline. | 
am falling into them, tight warmth coursing through my body. 


Human eyes 

‘Let it in," kzy whispers. "Let it in” 

I open my mouth, and water floods through me. 

ft runs heavy and cold through my vens. I can feel it under the surface of my skin, n my mind 
| am drowning | can't breathe 

And then Iam up very high and falling through the air 


Í gasp, pulling as much oxygen into my lungs as | can. The sweetness of relief fills me, and I gulp more and more 


until | cant fit any more in my chest. 


Currents of air whip around me, tearing at my hair, my skin. | am staring up at the summer sky, falling very fast. 
The world on either side of me blurs, my surroundings lost in speed 


But this time, | am not afraid 
Í will be caught 


And Im right. Something snaps back behind me. The free-fall gradually slows until | am drifting slowly through the 
ether lke a feather, floating on a cushion of warmth, My soul reattaches itself to my body. 


And then, quite suddenly, | hit water again 


l am floating on my back in a mountain lake, smooth as glass. The earth curves up on either side of me lke a bowl, 


the slopes blanketed in glossy evergreens. The sun reflects off of the hills, off of the soft ripples around me. 


Lam warmed 


/ am on fre. 
| stretch my arms above my head 


A black wren swoops from the heavens and lands on my belly, its spread wings dipping in the cool water before 
they are neatly folded It tits its head at me, silvery eyes deep, knowing. 


"That wasn't so hard now, was it?" 

| shake my head silently, stroking its glossy, feather-covered head with my thumb 

The eyes twinkle, the head cocks. The blue-black down on its breast reflects the sun 

"The best things in life are dangerous. They're powerful. They're beautiful, Duff. All you have to do is let them in" 
| smile. 

zy spreads his wings and takes flight, and this time, my soul fles with him. 


The scent of oranges hangs over the sparkling water. 


Consciousness. 
Something heavy and warm is curled up close to the right side of my body. 
Contentment. 


| slowly open my eyes and twist my head to the side. The sunlight's brightness is dimmed by the curtains 


hanging over the window, a soft orange glow illuminating the motel room. 
| roll my neck back to the center of the pillow and carefully look down. 


Izzy's head has drifted onto my bare chest, his hair reflecting blue-black in the muted light. His face is relaxed 


and smooth, the desert sand leveled in the wind overnight. His moth wing lashes flutter with each even breath. 


| move my necklace away from his cheek and stroke the skin there, whisper my fingertips over his eyelids. My 
hand shifts down, brushing his earlobe, trailing along his jaw line. 


| press the pad of my index finger gently to his neck. 


His pulse beats against my skin, slowly and steadily. | feel it in my blood. 
He sighs deeply in his sleep. 


My arms, which have drifted to my sides, go back around his shoulders. | want to touch him, | want to hold 


him. 

So | do, tightly. 

Until his eyes open. 

They're foggy at first, but they clear quickly, like mist dissipating over the violet mountains. 
And then he leaps out of my arms. 


"What -" 


Izzy's thrown himself out of the bed and into the armchair, raking his fingers through his hair, eyes wide. Now 
| don't want to say anything. 


"What's wrong?" 

"Oh my god. Oh my god" 

"What?" 

"Oh my god. Holy fuck" 

"What, 122?" 

"Holy shit, holy fucking shit" 

"Goddamnit, Izzy, what?" | say. 

"What? he croaks. "What do you mean, whaf" 

"Why the fuck are you acting like you woke up in Godzilla's lair?" 


"Godzilla doesn't have a lair, and | can't believe you're asking me that," Izzy jumps up and starts pacing the 


floor in front of the bed. 


"Believe it." 


He just shakes his head. "I can't believe this," he turns. 

He runs his shaking hands through his hair. "Holy hell. Oh my god." 

"You're wearing a groove in the floor." 

"Duff! 

"What?" | snop. 

"Were you drunk last night? Or -" 

"Izzy, l'm always fucking drunk" 

"Well, were you more drunk than usual? Because | don't know if | had a fucked up dream, or -" 

| sure did. Caught a weird one right before | woke up.” 

He shakes his head. "You are unbelievable” 

| light myself a cigarette. "Want one?" 

He just stands there and stares at me like I'm crazy or something. 

"What?" 

Izzy strides back over to the bed and throws himself down on it next to me. There are only about three feet 
between us, but he's obviously trying to keep his distance. | want to run my fingers through his beautiful dark 
hair, watch the desert sunlight shine through it, but | resist. 

He holds up two fingers in a V shape. 

"What?" 

‘Is that your favorite word?" 

| wedge a cigarette between them. 

He wiggles it around. 

| grab the lighter, and when | lean in close to fire him up, | know I'm not imagining the way his body tenses. 


| lean back, inhale a lung of smoke. "Why are you so damn uptight?" 


He squeezes his eyes shut and takes a long, deep inhale. "Duff, please stop talking to me." Gray swirls encircle 
my name when he says it, and | watch the shape his lips make. 


Something warms stirs in my belly. 

| clamp it down. 

"Why?" 

"Just shut up." 

| sit up so fast that he jumps. "Don't you tell me to shut up 

"Look, I'm sorry, | just -" 

"No, Izzy, don't even try," | say angrily. "This is just your style, isn't it?" 
"Wha -" 


"Yeah, exactly. Fucking mysterious, close-mouthed, Izzy Stradlin. Can't even talk to me or look at me straight 
after -" 


He sits up too. "What, Duff? After what?" His eyebrows furrow so deep that I'm sure they're going to migrate 


down to his cheekbones. 
"| m 
"Welk" 


"You tell me, Izzy," | snap. "| guess | was too fucking drunk out of my goddamn mind to remember what the 


fuck happened, so what's your take on it?" 

"| "he starts, then stops. Its clear he's struggling. "We ~" 
ee 

"| dort fucking know, okay? | was loaded -" 


"See?" | spit. "See? This right here is your fucking problem. Stop making excuses. You were /oaded Bullshit. | saw 
you shoot up yesterday morning and | was with you for the rest of the day. You were not loaded" 


"Excuse you, we smoked crack, in case you don't remember. And you did not see me shoot u -" 


"| didn't have to see it, Izzy! I've been a goddamn smack addict! | lost at least four friends to it, for Christ's 
sake! That's not the point. The point is that you know what happened, you're just too fucking scared to say it!" 


He stares at me, smoke curling out of the corners of his mouth. 


"See?" | snarl. "You remember. You're just scared of it. You're just a coward" 


"Finel Fine! We fucked There. Are you happy? We did the deed We barged we screwed, we got it the fuck on" 
He's breathing hard, eyes wide. "Happy?" 


| don't say anything 
"Happy?" 

"Not particularly, no” 

| stub out my cigarette on the bottom of the nightstand. 


| want to say, "Is that all it was to you?" | want to say, "I thought you felt it the way | did" | want to say, 
"Didn't you sense the magic? Don't you think it was more than that?" 


But | don't. 


And | don't want to admit that banging was not the particular term | would have used for what happened 
between the two of us. 


Stupid 

| stand up quietly, run a hand through my hair 

"Duff?" Izzy's voice is softer now, more careful. 

"What?" I've slept the whole night through, but | suddenly feel tired, burnt out 

"Where are you going?" 

"To toke a shower. That okay?" 

He's silent for a second, | don't look back, but | can feel his eyes drilling into the back of my head. 


"Um, yeah. Yeah." 


| don't answer, just walk through the doorway, step inside the bathroom, and gently click the door shut. 
As soon as it's closed, | press my fists into my eyes. What the fuck. What the fuck What the fuck. 
| scrub my face and press my fingertips into my eyes. 

Shit 

Stupid, stupid, stupid. 

How did this trip spiral into such a fucking debacle? 

A debacle that was worth it, part of my brain says. 

Was not, fires back the more rational part of me. This has serious long-term consequences. 

Since when have you cared about long-term consequences? Who gives a fuck? 

| roll my neck back and let my head thump against the door. 

| wish he hadn't reacted the way he did. 


| had been prepared, so prepared, to continue on the route that we had been traveling along. | was in bliss. We 
have this energy, some kind of thrill that sparks between us. | know he feels it - Izzy's smart. 


We traveled the natural route and consummated that magic. 


Something rises up in my chest. | close my eyes and | go back in time to musky darkness, tangled bed sheets, 
hot bodies and swirling, sparkling stars and something new, something different Something l'd never felt before. 


My head says no. 
"The best things in Ife are dangerous. Theyre powerful Theyre beautful, Duff All you have to do is let them in" 
Let your soul and sprit fly. 

Let it in 

Too late, | realize, | already have. 


* 


| yank my shirt off over my head, tug off my boxers. The water's warming up, beating against the linoleum 


tub bottom. | kick away my clothes and set a towel on the toilet seat before climbing in 


Hot water splashes over my bare skin, running in streams over my legs and midriff. Grabbing the soap and 


clamping my eyes shut, | step in further and the heat spider-webs over my chest and shoulders. 

Hs fingertips smooth my eyebrow, whisper over my eyelids. 

Heat shoots out from the contact, rocketing to my ribs and my underarms. | open my eyes slowly, 

The terracotta tile stares back at me. 

My heart feels hot on the inside of my chest. 

Pushing my face into the spray, | tilt my head back and let the water rush through my hair, massaging my 
scalp. | lean against the warm ceramic wall and pretend that the stone is hot flesh. | close my eyes and 
pretend that it's dark outside. The smell of yucca blossoms and oranges float in the window on a wave of 
moonlight and a cool breeze. Multicolored mirrors and diaphanous wind. Great black cats that prowl the 
transcendent darkness, and midnight songbirds whose wings can only be cushioned by desert air. 

| open my eyes. We are only mortal. 

The bathroom door slams and | jump, the soap slipping out of my hands. It hits the bottom of the tub with 
several large clunking noises. | don't care. My heart rate's suddenly revved up so high that Im getting 


lightheaded. 


The soft noises of clothes hitting tile barely reach my ears through the spray, and | swallow, hard The light 


flicks off, and the bathroom is left in a strange semi-darkness. 

When the shower curtain's pulled back with a metallic sputter, Izzy's hair is in his face, and silver glints on his 
fingers as he rakes it back. | back up fast as he steps in, my heart still pattering on the inside of my skin. He's 
beautifully hard, and l'm rapidly joining him against my will. 

"Hey." 

"Um, hi." 

Those eyes are swirling and glittering like clear pools of water. 

God, his voice is quiet, but is gaze is anything but, sweeping up and down me until | feel like I'm on display. 


"| was wondering..." 


"Yeah, Iz?" | can feel my Adam's apple bobbing. 


"Can | make love to you?" 
| swallow again. "What?" 


"Can | make love to you?" His hair is swept and tousled just above his brow, the rest of it curling slightly onto 
his shoulders. | love its blackness. 


| stare. 
He stares. 
"Do you need a roadmap?" 


"No," | smile. | step forward and run my hands through his shaggy bangs, combing them back with my fingers. 
Dark eyebrows come into view. | smooth them with the pad of my thumb, and | feel him shiver. 


"Sure, gypsy boy. Make love to me." 


* 


We're both on the bottom of the tub, gasping for air. Warm water is still pouring down on us from the 


showerhead. His wooden necklaces clatter against my padlock as he collapses on top of me. 
"Wow." 

| laugh between pants. "That good?" 

He shakes his head. "Better than good. Fucking great." 

| laugh harder. "No pun intended, | presume?" 


He just smiles and rakes my wet hair out of my eyes. He doesn’t need to say anything - | know we both feel 
it. 


| trace his lip with my forefinger and watch as his eyes darken, 
"Mmm." 
"What?" 


"Mmm." 


He leans closer, pressing our noses together. "You know, you're really something." 

My heart feels hot in my chest. 

"You're a mountain lake. The kind that makes your chest seize up, it's so beautiful." 

He smiles. "I thought | was supposed to be the one spewing tortured artist expressions, Duff." 
| tug on his necklace, press up against him. "Takes one to know one, baby." 


Our souls are melding, soaring. 


| can practically feel the sunlight. 


